CREATING A RAPPORT WITH RAPTORS
USFWS tips for co-existing with urban birds of prey

Summer is here and with it comes an increased chance of encountering an urban raptor. While these
winged predators are present year round in this region, it is only for a brief period each year when
conflicts tend to arise. Here in the Southwest Region, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service believes through
education and better understanding, we can learn to coexist with these ecologically important birds of

prey.

The two most common raptor-related issues we see with this time of year are aggressive raptors
protecting a nest and people “rescuing” fledging raptors found on the ground. Both increase the
frequency of human-raptor encounters and both can have negative impacts for both the birds and
residents of the community. However, by following simple advice, we hope to empower local residents
to respond appropriately.

Aggressive raptors — Dos and Don’ts

Chances are if you encounter an aggressive raptor this time of year, it is simply trying to protect its nest.
Here are tips for what to do and not to do if you encounter an aggressive raptor:

- DON'T leave small pets under 10 pounds exposed outside. Supervise small pets or keep them in
a protected area when outdoors—especially at night.

- DO remove bird feeders and anything that might provide food or shelter for small mammals
frequented by a raptor for a week or two.

- DO heed threat calls and avoid the immediate vicinity of a nest for 3-4 weeks. If egress near a
nest during breeding is unavoidable, an umbrella can reduce your appearance as a potential
predator. A tarp or canopy tent can help shield a yard or walkway.

- DON'T do anything to harm the bird or an active nest. Raptors are protected by the federal
Migratory Bird Treaty Act and any take is subject to federal prosecution. Raptors are also
protected by state regulation in most states.

- DO contact your local wildlife agency if you need assistance dealing with an aggressive bird on
your property. Inactive nests may be removed without a permit (except eagle nests). Please
contact the Southwest Region Permits Office at 505-248-7882 for help with permits related to
health and human safety.

In the majority of cases, an aggressive raptor will stop protecting its nest once all its young have fledged
and left the nest area. In general, you can assume one month from egg hatch to fledging, and another 2-
4 weeks until the young leave the area completely.

Bird on the ground? Don’t panic

It is common this time of year to find a raptor—especially Cooper’s hawks and American kestrels—out
of the nest on the ground. This is NOT unusual and likely not a cause for concern. Many young raptors at
this stage, known as branching or fledging, are old enough to learn to fly and are not in the danger



people assume. The practice of “nest jumping” is unique to birds of prey. Before taking first flight,
younger raptors move onto branches around their nest and often fall. If on the ground, parents will
continue to feed and protect the young raptors and even encourage them to climb back up the tree or

fly.

If you do encounter a fledging on the ground, follows these tips to ensure you do not do more harm
than good:

- DON'T pick up the bird and take it to a rehabilitation center. Unless the raptor is suffering from
obvious injuries, it is a disservice to both the bird and rehab centers to “rescue” it. Raptors need
to be raised by their parents to learn how to fly and catch prey. Rehab centers are far less
capable of doing this. By bringing a healthy bird to a rehab center, you diminish its chances of
survival and create an unnecessary burden on the center, diverting limited resources away from
wildlife truly in need.

- DO call your local wildlife agency or wildlife rescue center and describe the situation. They can
best advise you on how to respond.

- DO try to put the bird back in the tree if it is in immediate danger (i.e. in the path of vehicles or
other traffic). Otherwise, the best thing to do is leave the bird in place.

The vital role of raptors

It is important to remember that raptors play a vital role in keeping our communities healthy. These
specialized birds of pretty bring balance to our ecosystem by keeping pigeon and dove populations
healthy and reducing rodent populations. In doing so, they help prevent disease from spreading. Also, as
top predators, they act as a barometer for the overall health of our environment. Healthy raptor
populations are important to maintaining an environment that sustains both human and wildlife alike.



